Reed Elsevier and the 
arms trade revisited 


The Royal College of Physicians is 
gravely concerned that the publishers 
of The Lancet, Reed Elsevier, continue 
to be commercially involved in the 
promotion and sale of arms through 
trade fairs, and calls on them to 
divest themselves of such interests. 
The Lancet is one of the most respected 
international medical journals and 
should not be linked to an industry 
involved in weapons designed to 
cause physical harm and death, and 
often used against civilians. This 
involvement represents a conflict of 
interest that threatens the reputation 
of The Lancet and undermines its role 
in improving health and health care 
worldwide. 
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We would like to express our concern 
that the publishers of The Lancet, Reed 
Elsevier, are continuing to promote 
the use of arms by hosting arms trade 
fairs. The recent Shooting, Hunting, 
and Outdoor Trade (SHOT) Show" 
hosted by Reed Exhibitions was 
devoted to the glorification of guns; 
shortly the company is to host an arms 
fair to the Middle East at a time when 
the region is the focus of international 
tension. In the past, manufacturers of 
cluster bombs have been allowed to 
participate in such events? despite the 
indiscriminate effect of cluster bombs 
on civilian and military populations. 
Although we do not question the 
right of nations to arm themselves 
appropriately against _ potentially 
hostile threats, much of the trade 
connected with arms does not fulfil 
this purpose. 

Global expenditure on arms is 
now over US$1 trillion per year, 
amounting to around 2.5% of global 
gross domestic product. It consumes 
limited resources which could help 
fund sectors such as health and 
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education and support productive 
economic activities. Many arms end 
up in the poorest countries where 
they contribute to the breakdown 
of law and order and undermine 
governance. Although precise esti- 
mates of the deaths from arms are 
not available, it has been suggested 
that around 500 000 people die every 
year as a result of firearms.* Most are 
innocent civilians caught up in conflict 
or crime. 

In view of the major contribution 
of arms trading to the undermining 
of public health and international 
development, we wish to add our 
support to the courageous stand taken 
by The Lancet in asking Reed Elsevier 
to divest itself from these unsavoury 
activities.’ We note that the Joseph 
Rowntree Charitable Trust has recently 
sold all its shares in Reed Elsevier after 
3 years of critical engagement on 
the company’s role in the arms trade. 
We hope that other shareholders will 
continue to raise these concerns, and 
we look forward to a public response 
from the company. 
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The Lancet has a distinguished track 
record of drawing attention to the 
consequences of war and violence. 
Yet its publisher, Reed Elsevier, has a 
subsidiary that hosts one of the largest 
military exhibitions in the world 
(Defence Systems and Equipment 
International [DSEi]). 

Reed Elsevier does not need TheLancet 
to highlight its inconsistencies. It is a 
signatory of the UN Global Compact’ 
which includes a commitment to “the 
rights to life, liberty and security”. Reed 
Elsevier's “Socially Responsible Supplier 
Group” includes a “comprehensive 
environmental survey” but | could 
not find any reference to the collateral 
damage of cluster munitions, although 
there were an estimated 15 cluster 
bomb manufacturers at the last DSEi in 
2005. 

The issue is not about the availability 
of weapons, which is a wider debate. 
The issue is that weapons of dubious 
legality are being sold in a market 
atmosphere to rival “the top shows 
worldwide” so that “the  cross- 
fertilization of business”? can take place 
and massive profits can be made. This 
is not the way to ensure the human 
security of any of the world’s citizens. 

The marketplace is changing and 
business and government are grad- 
ually being held more accountable. 
Reed Elsevier could show true corpor- 
ate responsibility by anticipating 
these trends and disposing of all 
interests that threaten human—and 
especially civilian—life and wellbeing. 
If not, we have to urge The Lancet 
to find another publisher, and Reed 
Elsevier's shareholders to examine 
their investments. 
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